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Opening and Introductions
Ruth opened the meeting at 1:30 p.m. and commented that at that time the committee was one member 
short of a quorum. She reviewed the agenda with the group and rechecked for the presence of a quorum. A 
quorum was present at this second check. Ruth invited the committee members to introduce themselves.

Approval of Meeting Notes From the June 2009 CAC 
Meeting
Ruth asked the committee if it had any comments, questions or concerns about the June meeting notes. 
There were none and the CAC approved the June notes by consensus.

Desert Tortoise Recovery Office Presentation
Ruth introduced Roy Averill-Murray of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) and reminded committee 
members where they could find a copy of his presentation in their binders.

Roy began his presentation by covering some background behind the listing of the desert tortoise. He 
commented that the listing process for the desert tortoise began with a petition in Utah. In 1989, the 
Mojave Desert population was emergency listed as endangered. In 1990, following more detailed study, 
the Mojave tortoise’s status was changed to threatened.

Roy listed some of the threats to the desert tortoise:

1.	 Habitat destruction and fragmentation

2.	 Poaching, road mortality, vandalism

3.	 New disease, exotic weeds, livestock, subsidized predators

Tom Warden, City of Las Vegas, asked what a subsidized predator was. Roy explained that a subsidized 
predator is a native predator with a higher than normal population due to human intervention such as 
feeding on garbage.

Roy commented that in 2002, there was a General Accounting Office (GAO) audit of the recovery program 
which concluded that the decisions made were reasonable but that the effectiveness of the actions were 
not known due to insufficient follow-up.

In 2004, FWS sponsored another recovery plan assessment which agreed with the earlier assessment and 
recommended developing coordinated strategies for a more cohesive recovery program.
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Roy explained that the various threats to the desert tortoise were linked in complex ways and it was 
difficult to determine the effects on the tortoise population of individual threats.

Roy gave the committee information on the Desert Tortoise Recovery Office. He noted that the office was 
set up in 2004 and had as its objectives revise the recovery plan, coordinate research and administer 
recovery permits.

Roy displayed a map of the distribution of various desert tortoise populations and commented that he 
expected the Sonoran population to be designated a separate species based on some genetic work in 
process.

Jim Rathbun, Education, asked if these different ranges were considered one population. Roy replied that 
formally, they are all one population, but only the Mojave population is listed.

Roy discussed the recovery criteria for the desert tortoise:

1.	 Increasing populations over 25 years

2.	 Increasing distribution over 25 years

3.	 No net loss of habitat

He pointed out that these criteria do not apply range wide; they are focused on individual recovery units.

Following the discussion on recovery criteria, Roy reviewed the major components of the FWS’s recovery 
strategy:

1.	 Develop partnerships

2.	 Protect populations and habitat

3.	 Augment depleted populations

4.	 Monitor progress

5.	 Conduct applied research and modeling

6.	 Implement an adaptive management program

Roy pointed out that these efforts would be focused on the conservation areas. He also explained that this 
does not mean that tortoises outside these areas are unprotected. He noted that the Endangered Species 
Act (ESA), Sections 7 and 9 still protect the tortoises.

Jim asked if the HCP was exempt from monitoring. Roy replied, no, the HCP is the process by which 
tortoises outside the conservation areas are protected. Ann Schreiber, Seniors, commented that the current 
drought was making recovery efforts very difficult.
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Roy discussed the monitoring methods with the committee. He pointed out that the range wide monitoring 
program was begun in 2001. Prior to this time, two methods of monitoring, triangular trisects and small 
study plots were used. He commented that these methods had serious flaws. The current method used 
for range wide monitoring, line distance sampling, is an improvement. Roy pointed out some areas where 
there was a heavy concentration of sampling transects and commented that this was due to the presence 
of supplemental funding to study these areas.

Stan Hardy, Rural Communities, asked if FWS noted any increase or decrease of animals from the expected 
numbers in those areas where heavier sampling was conducted. Roy commented that it was too early 
yet to determine trends. Stan commented that he was not interested in trends; he wanted to know if the 
numbers of tortoises seen in those areas was higher or lower than expected. Roy stated that he had not 
looked at the numbers from 2001 to 2004 yet. Mike Ford, City of Mesquite, stated that the numbers were 
significantly less than expected. Ruth asked the committee members to hold their questions until Roy 
finished his presentation.

Roy went through the various conservation areas and gave the committee the estimated abundances of 
tortoises in those areas:

1.	 Mora Mesa - 3,500 live tortoises

2.	 Coyote Springs valley – 1,830 live tortoises

3.	 Gold Butte – 2,768 live tortoises

4.	 Beaver Dam Slope – 1,000 live tortoises

He pointed out that in the entire eastern Mojave, there were an estimated 35,409 tortoises.

Roy also showed some maps which showed the locations where both live and dead tortoises had been 
found. Stan pointed out that this indicates that tortoises die where they live. Stan also asked if the dead 
tortoises had died of natural or unnatural causes. Roy responded that it was impossible to tell.

Roy commented that the Desert Tortoise Conservation Center (DTCC) and the Large Scale Translocation 
Site could be important parts of a research, mitigation, recovery and population augmentation program. 
Mike asked how that would be possible since most of the tortoises at these locations are former pets, not 
wild tortoises. Roy agreed that there were lots of questions that needed to be answered before this could 
happen.

Roy discussed recent partnerships FWS had developed. In particular, he mentioned the cooperative 
agreement with the San Diego Zoo and the development of Recovery Implementation Teams. He also 



July2009CACMeetingSummaryv3072309[1]
prepared: 4 August 2009 2:04 PM

page 5 of 37

discussed the Spatial Decision Support System which is a recovery database which will pull together 
information on threats to tortoises and information from the monitoring program.

Jane Feldman, Environmental/Conservation, asked Roy what FWS’s baseline was for the recovery criteria 
mentioned earlier. Roy commented that 2001 was the baseline since the current monitoring program only 
went back that far. Jane asked about the baseline for the “no net loss of habitat” criterion. Roy stated that 
the baseline will be the date of publication of the revised recovery plan using the newly developed habitat 
model. Jane asked when that would be published, and Roy replied that it would be later this fall.

Mike asked Roy to put the slides up that showed the combined distribution of live and dead tortoises. 
Mike pointed out that the areas that had the largest distributions of dead tortoises were the most remote 
areas. Roy agreed and commented that another interesting area was the Coyote Springs valley area. Scot 
Rutledge, Environmental/Conservation, asked for the count of dead tortoises in the Coyote Springs valley 
area. Roy replied he did not have that number.

Marci Henson, Clark County MSHCP Plan Administrator, asked Roy what the baseline cost for range wide 
tortoise monitoring was and what the confidence level of the population estimates was. Roy replied 
that the goal was to generate population estimates with a 22% level of precision. Marci repeated her 
question about the range wide amount of money spent on monitoring. Roy replied that there was no active 
monitoring range wide. Marci asked why. Roy replied that in California, the managers can not support it 
financially. He reported that in the northwest Mojave area, they cut the budget by 50%. Marci asked how 
FWS could use California data if California could not reach the 22% confidence level. Roy replied that the 
data was still valid; however, the lower confidence level had to be taken into account.

Scot asked how many tortoises were at the DTCC. Roy replied roughly a couple thousand.

Darren Wilson, Nevada Taxpayers Association, asked if any research had been done on tortoise egg 
collecting and incubation. Roy commented that not a lot had been done. He stated there was a U.S. 
Geological Survey (USGS) project using hatchlings that came out of the DTCC. These are tortoises that 
came from Coyote Springs. Darren asked if the tortoises from Coyote Springs had been transplanted. Roy 
commented that those tortoises are being held in the DTCC. Darren expressed concern that they could be 
infected at the DTCC. Roy stated that they were being held separately, the veterinarian had checked them, 
and they were in good shape. Mike commented that Coyote Springs prefers to house them outside. He 
commented that skunks had managed to get in among the tortoises at DTCC and ate some of them.

Scot asked if FWS was doing air and soil samples to determine if any contamination may be present in the 
turtle habitat. Roy commented that FWS was only counting tortoises.
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